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ENROLLMENT TRANSFE AND DEGREE PATTERNS
OF PUBLIC UNIVERSITY BACCALAUREATE RECIPIENTS

This report responds to the Board's pOlicies on improving undergraduate education that called
for cooperation among institutions of higher education in monitoring the academie progress,
retention, and graduation of undergraduate students. The report examines the enrollment, transfer,
and degree attainment patterns of baccalaureate recipients, including the time taken to earn the
baccalaureate degree. Unlike previous retention and graduation reports that followed first-time
freshmen from their first matriculation in a public university through paduation, this report focuses
on those students who received their baccalaureate degrees from a public university in either fiscal
year 1991 or 1992 and looks backward at their enrollment, transfer, and degree attainment history.
The report also discusses future analytical work needed on graduation and transfer and on factors that
affect the time students take to earn a degree.

In September 1990, the Board of Higher Education adopted the recommendations of the
reconvened Committee on the Study of Undergraduate Education. Two of these recommendations
called upon public universities and community colleges to continue initiatives for monitoring student
progress, retention, and degree completion. These initiatives, the High School Feedback System and
the public university retention and graduation studies, were developed in response to the initial
Committee's recommendations in 1986. A third recommendation called for the development of a new
statewide system for monitoring the academic progess of community college students who transferred
to baccalaureate degree-granting institutions.

To implement this new system recommended by the Committee, the 49 community colleges and
the 12 public universities cooperated in constructing a data system that permits the examination of
individual student enrollment and degree patterns across institutions while maintaining the
confidentiality of individual students. The system annually merges all enrollment and depee records
for all Illinois public univetsity and community college undergraduate students and returns to each
public institution pertinent data for each of its students who have either enrolled at or received a
degree from any other public institution in Illinois. Southern Illinois University at Carbondale
maintains the system and the security of the database. The data for this analysis of enrollment,
transfer, and degree earning patterns are drawn from this new shared database.

The database includes demographic, enrollment, and degree data. Demographic data elements
include birth year and month, gender, and race. Enrollment data elements include the institution, the
enrollment year and terms, type of program, student major, class level, and enrollment type (first-time
freshman, first-time transfer, or other). Degree data include the institution, the degree year and term,
the type of degree conferred, and the student major.

The database currently contains over 7 million separate enrollment and degree records for
approximately 2.5 million individual students who either enrolled in or received a degree from a
community college or public university in Illinois between fiscal years 1983 and 1992. The variation
in student attendance and earned-degree patterns represented in the database is remarkable. Of the
approximately 2.5 million students in the complete database, over 1.7 million (71 percent) enrolled
only within the community college sector, and another 336,000 students (14 percent) enrolled only
within the public university sector. Thirteen percent of the students transferred among sectors:
174,000 students (7 percent) first enrolled at a community college and later transferred to a public
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university, 137,000 students (6 percent) first enrolled at a public university and later enrolled at a
community college; and 4,000 students (less than one percent) first enrolled concarreruly at both a

public university and a community college. For three percent of the students in the file, there is
degree information but no ettrollment information. Records for the 58,846 students wbo received
their first public university baccalaureate degrees in fiscal years 1991 and 1992 were selected for this

analysis.

Enrollment and Transfer Iratterns

The 58,846 students who received their baccalaureate degrees from a public university in either

fiscal year 1991 or 1992 enrolled from one to 28 terms during their academic careers. Since the
shared enrollment and graduation database does not differentiate course loads within a term, a term

of enrollment can represent a single course or an overload. Figure 1 graphically displays the
distaution of terms enrolled in public institutions before baccalaureate graduation. The greatest
number of students (10,533) enrolled for nine terms prior to graduation. Nine terms is also the
median (i.e., half of the recipients were enrolled for nine or fewer terms, while half enrolled for more
than nine terms). As Figure 1 shows, however, the majority of the students enrolled between 7 and
12 terms. Indeed, 75 percent (or 44,281 students) enrolled between 7 and 12 terms.

Figure 1 also shows that some students received their baccalaureatedegrees after as few as one,

two, or three enrollment terms. There are several explanations for this pattern. First, the database
is limited to enrollment and degree nxords from public institutions in Illinois. Thus, students who
have transferred into a public institution from an out-of-state institution or from an in-state private
institution do not have previous enrollment histories on the data file. Second, according to campus
representatives, an increasing number of students az e. earning advanced placement cred5t and
accelerating academic progress through testing and other alternative assessment measures. Third, the

database begins with summer term enrollments in 1982. Some students may have accumulated credits
prior to that time, then stopped-out altogether or attended a private or out-of-state institution, and
then returned to finish the baccalaureate degree from a public university during the years represented

in the database.

Slightly more than one-third of the baccalaureate recipients, 22,612 (38 percent), enrolled for

all of their terms at a single public university. The remaining 36,234 students enrolled for at least one

term at a public university different from the one from which they earned their baccalaureate or in

a community college. Table 1 disaggregatc these 36,234 students among different institutional
attendance patterns and among three enrollment term patterns. Specifically, Table 1 shows three

institutional attendance patterns: the first pattern includes those students who attended another
public university in addition to the one from which they received their baccalaureate degree; the
second includes students who attended a community college in addition to the baccalaureate degree-
granting institution; and the third includes those who attended both a community college and another
public university in addition to the baccalaureate degree-gaming institution.

Table 1 also groups students into three different enrollment patterns based on the proportion

of terms spent at the public university from which they received their degrees. The first group
includes students who enrolled for less than 25 percent of their terms at another institution, the
second includes students who enrolled for at least 25 percent and up to 50 percent of their terms at
another institution, and, the third, students who enrolled for more than 50 percent of their terms at

another institution.

The most Lotable feature in Table 1 is the large number of students (17,077, or 29 percent of

the total number of baccalaureate recipients) who attended a community college in addition to the
public university from which they received their degrees and who also enrolled for less than 25 percent

of their terms at the community college. FurOer analysis shows that 9,912 (58 percent) of the 17,077
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only attended the community college during
summer terms. Although the database does not
differentiate course loads within terms, it is
likely that most of these students are public
university students enrolling for a course or two
during the summer at their local community
college.

Table 1 also shows that only about 5
percent (1,881) of the baccalaureate recipients
wbo transferred between institutions did so
within the public university sector. A higher
proportion (3,987 students, or 11 percent)
attended both a community college and another
public university. After the 9,912 students
attending a public university and a community
college in the summers only, the next most
popular attendance pattern (9,896 students) was
enrolling at a community college in addition to
the baccalaureate granting institution for
between 25 and 50 percent of the total terms
enrolled.

Brief 'portraits are presented in the
accompanying boxes to illustrate the variety of
enrollment patterns of students who received
their degrees in fiscal years 1991 and 1992. The
names, of course, are fabricated, since the
database does not include student names or
other readily identifiable characteristics that
would violate confidentiality.

The ASsoCiate DerreC

For each cell of Table 1, Table 2 shows
the proponion of students in the cell who
earned associate degrees prior to receiving their
baccalaureate degrees. The low percentages in
the first row of Table 2, students who attended
another public university in addition to their
baccalaureate institution, represent students
who received associate degrees from the College
of Technical Careers at Southern Illinois
University at Carbondale and then transferred
to another public university. The low per-
centage in the first column in Table 2, students
who enrolled for fewer than 25 percent of the
total terms at another institution, suggests that
it was never their intention to earn an associate
degree en route to the baccalaureate degree.

Two-thirds of the students who enrolled
at a community college for more than half of
their total terms earned an associate degree

'Mani enured Western /Moots Ilaivenity fan
1998 st 18. Ste re-enrolled at %Man both fan
and sprig semeners for the lima lour yams. I. the
smuser banes her junior sad sager yams, she also
enrolkd at laddsild College. Macy awned her B.S. in
Commeakation Sciences atrt Disorders from Western
Mimi University is wring 1991 In all, Maly
completed her degree is four years, carolling for aitte
tam

4111111111INII

'Sam' carolled at Northern alma Ushasity at
age IS is the fall semester 1906, re-enrolling both fan
and sprig seemstas at Northern for the mat four
)1ears. Dating the semen of 1987 md 1988, be Moo
enrolled amataattly at Mashie Valley Community
College. Sem anted Ms 1117.A. is Studio Ans is fell
1990. Allogether, Sam vms welled for 11 term, nine
of which late at Nathan nrasoit University, sad
pulsated is 4.3 academic rars.

loha" earolkd M the Univasity of Mimic at
Maio in (an 19116 st age 18 and wended for five
coamanive *meter taw (aided* summets). In
suniaser 1988 , he trassferred to Moraine Valley
Community Oiler. stand* both rammer asd fan
1988, la spring 1999. John awned comaarraoly at
Morose Valley Commarity College mid at Mimi State
Usiversity. John combined at Millais State is the fall
and spring semenets for the sat two years, ultimately
earning his B.S. is Industrial Technology in summer
1991. John was monad for II separate semesters, but
they were spread among erne imitations river 5.1
=dank years.

lase" enrolled at State Community College in
East St. Louis in fall 1985 at age 26. Sbe atteaded for
eve quarters and earsed her Associate in Ans degree in
sprig 1987. la fall 1987. she re-earoned at State
Community Coliege, but alto coocutrently earslled at
Southern Blinds University at Edwardsville. Jane
enrolled comintsously at Edwanisville for the nem 10
coasecutive quartets, ultimately receiving her B.A. in
&grab language sad Utast= ia the spring 1990 at
age 31 Jane was carolled for the equivalent of 11
sensmma, spread over 5.6 academic years.
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prior to the baccalaureate. About 40 percent of the students who attended both a community college
and another public university prior to the baccalaureate granting institution earned an associate
degree. Many of these students first enrolled at one public university, transferred to a community
college, and then transferred to the baccalaureate granting institution.

E....lapsed Time to Baccalaureate Deuce

In addition to looking at the number of terms a student was enrolled prior to graduation, an
elapsed numbcr of academic years to degree completion was calculated for each student. Elapsed time
to degree is the number of academic years between the first enrollment and graduation adjusted for
tae actual terms in which a student enrolls and graduates. Figure 2 displays the number of academic
yews to degree completion for all students who received baccalaureate degrees in fiscal years 1991 and
199/

Several features in Figure 2 are worth noting. A significant proportion (23 percent) of the
students completed their baccalaureate degrees in exactly four academic years. Another 16 percent
completed in more than four years but less than 4.5 years. When all fiscal year 1991 and 1992 public
university baccalaureate degree recipients are considered, thc median time to degree (i.e., the point
that divides the sample of students in half) is 43 academic years. A second feature worth noting in
Figure 2 is the regularity of graduation at whole numbers of academic years. These 'spikes' in the
figure reflect the fact that most students still begin their academic work in a fall term and graduate
in a spring term. Finally, the figure points out that a sizable number of students complete their
baccalaureate degrees in less than four years. In fact, 15 percent of the baccalaureate recipients did
so.

Table 3 displays the median elapsed academic years to degree for each of the students shown
in Table 1. The median time to degree for the 22,612 students who attended only one public
university is 4.0. Table 3 shows that, in general, the median elapsed number of academic years to
graduation increases as the proportion of coursework takcn in an institution other than the
baccalaureate degree-granting institution increases. For example, the median number of academic
years to degree for students enrolling in both a community college and another public university for
more than half of their terms is 6.0. In contrast, the median number of years for students enrolling
at a community college for less than 25 percent of their terms is 4.3, the same as the median for all
graduates.

Conclusions and Next Steps

Illinois' diverse system of higher education with its comprehensive community colleges and
numerous public universities and private colleges and universities is predicated on the suzcessful
articulation and transfer of students among sectors for those students who choose to transfer. While
the community colleges' missions extend beyond baccalaureate transfer, transfer remains one of their
primary functions. This preliminary examination of the enrollment-to-degree-completion histories of
baccalaureate recipients underscores the importance of interinstitutional articulation and transfer.
Almost two-thirds of the public university baccalaureate recipients enrolled for at least one course at
another public institution during their academic careers. Many students are enrolling concurrently
in more than one institution or are using the community college system to augment their work at
public universities. These data show that students are adapting the diverse, comprehensive system to
meet their individual needs.

The report to the Board on gradation rates and timc to degree in October 1992 identified
several potential factors that affect flisdents' time to baccalaureate degree completion. Several of
these factors, in addition to transfer b,%avior, could be examined with the data contained in the
shared enrollment and graduation filcs. Among these factors are interrupted attendance, changes in
degree or program major, institutional selectivity, and personal demographics such as age, gender and

1
-7-



F
ig

ur
e 

2
A

ca
de

m
ic

 Y
ea

rs
 E

la
ps

ed
B

ef
or

e 
G

ra
du

at
io

n
T

ho
us

an
ds

 o
f S

tu
de

nt
s

14 12 10 8 6 4 2

^ 1

I

M
ed

ia
n 

(4
.3

)

/
I

I

2
3

4
5

6
7

8
9

10
A

ca
de

m
ic

 Y
ea

rs
or

 m
or

e

12
13



T
ab

le
 3

M
E

D
IA

N
 A

C
A

D
E

M
IC

 Y
E

A
R

S 
T

O
 B

A
C

C
A

L
A

U
R

E
A

T
E

 D
E

G
R

E
E

 F
O

R
FI

SC
A

L
 Y

E
A

R
 1

99
1 

A
N

D
 1

99
2 

PU
B

L
IC

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 B
A

C
C

A
L

A
U

R
E

A
T

E
 R

E
C

IP
IE

N
T

S

E
nr

ol
lm

en
t T

er
m

 P
at

te
rn

L
es

s 
T

ha
n 

25
B

et
w

ee
n 

25
 a

nd
 5

0
M

or
e 

T
ha

n 
50

Pe
rc

en
t o

f 
A

ll
Pe

rc
en

t o
f 

A
ll

Pe
rc

en
t o

f 
A

ll
Se

m
es

te
rs

 T
ak

en
 A

t
Se

m
es

te
rs

 T
ak

en
 A

t
Se

m
es

te
rs

 T
ak

en
 A

t
In

st
itu

tio
na

l A
tte

nd
an

ce
 P

at
te

rn
A

no
th

er
 I

ns
tit

ut
io

n
A

no
th

er
 I

ns
tit

ut
io

n
A

no
th

er
 I

ns
tit

ut
io

n

A
tte

nd
ed

 A
no

th
er

 P
ub

lic
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

in
 A

dd
iti

on
 to

 th
e 

B
ac

ca
la

ur
ea

te
4.

8
5.

0
5.

0

D
eg

re
e 

G
ra

nt
in

g 
In

st
itu

tio
n

A
tte

nd
ed

 a
 C

om
m

un
ity

 C
ol

le
ge

in
 A

dd
iti

on
 to

 th
e 

B
ac

ca
la

ur
ea

te
4.

3
5.

0
5.

5

D
eg

re
e 

G
ra

nt
in

g 
in

st
itu

tio
n

A
tte

nd
ed

 a
 C

om
m

un
ity

 C
ol

le
ge

 a
nd

an
d 

A
no

th
er

 P
ub

lic
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

in
 A

dd
iti

on
 to

 th
e 

B
ac

ca
la

ur
ea

te

5.
0

5.
4

6.
0

D
eg

re
e 

G
ra

nt
in

g 
In

st
itu

tio
n

So
ur

ce
: I

lli
no

is
 P

ub
lic

 U
ni

ve
rs

iti
es

' a
nd

 C
om

m
un

ity
 C

ol
le

ge
s'

 S
ha

re
d 

E
nr

ol
lm

en
t a

nd
 G

ra
du

at
io

n 
Fi

le
s

1 
9



race/ethnicity. The Board of Higher Education staff is currently working with representatives of the
public universities and community colleges to establish a schedule for such analytic work and will
report the results to the Board.

The Board of Higher Education staff has also consulted with representatives from private
institutions about the feasibility of establishing a similar system for Illinois private colleges and
universities. The large number of institutions and students, the diversity in record keeping, and the
range in technological sophistication are some of the issues that will need to be addressed.

The shared enrollment and graduation database is also being used for other applications beyond
enrollment, transfer, and time-to-degree analyses. The public universities and community colleges
have worked together to produce a community college feedback report for transfer students modelled
after the previously established High School Feedback System. The community college feedback
report provides individual community colleges with information about their students who have
transferred to each public university, as well as information about the academic progress and
achievement of transfer students in comparison to students who beginat the university. Institutional
representatives and Board staff are also investigating the feasibility of using thedatabase to help fulfill
institutions' data reporting responsibilities under the federal Student Right To Know legislation.
Finally, the database can be used to better understand the enrollment patterns of students who enroll
without completing degrees.
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